ROBESPIERRE
talk did not dispose the Departments favourably to-
wards Paris.
Nevertheless, Robespierre was now more influential
than ever. We see him striding self-confidently into
the Assembly at the head of a delegation, and telling it
politely, but firmly, what was expected of it. The
Girondins never forgave him this triumph. From that
day on they saw, or pretended to see, in him a potential
dictator. The Assembly—which must have been some-
what surprised at finding itself still in existence—
swallowed the bitter pill, but soon started to reach out
for its former power. Whenever the Commune would
growl menacingly, the Assembly would usually finish
by yielding, but there was endless bickering in the face
of the steady advance of the victorious Prussians.
Among the emergency measures passed was that
creating a Revolutionary Tribunal, which was to judge
the vanquished of the loth of August—the imprisoned
Swiss and royalists. Robespierre was promptly elected
president of the tribunal and just as promptly declined.
He gave as a reason that many of the accused were his
personal enemies, over whom, in fairness, he could not
sit in judgment. It has been justly remarked that this
was only a subterfuge, and that an identical excuse
could have been made by practically every man of
prominence. The issue was, in truth, a most delicate
one. The populace wanted not justice, but vengeance.
To have been just would have meant not only to lose
favour with the populace, but to risk provoking a
massacre, the danger of which became hourly greater,
as the Prussians drew nearer to the capital. What Paris
needed at that time was not a just, or even stern judge,
but a merciful executioner—somebody who, like Mail-
lard, during the massacres, would throw justice over-
board and show such mercy as he could. Robespierre
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